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WASHINGTON -- Vice President Joe Biden, an avowaehid of good government, is
giving it a bad name. With great fanfare, he werfhiladelphia the other day to
announce that the Obama administration proposewlse$53 billion over six years to
construct a "national high-speed rail system." $laon: the administration would pay
states $53 billion to build rail networks that wodhen lose money -- not a little, but lots
-- and, thereby, aggravate the budget squeezée states or federal government,
depending on which covered the deficits.

There's something wildly irresponsible about thigomal government's undermining
states' already poor long-term budget prospectdyyg them with grants that provide
short-term jobs. Worse, the high-speed rail propcasts doubt on the administration's
commitment to reducing huge budget deficits (its20udget is due Monday). How can
it subdue deficits if it keeps proposing big newersging programs?

High-speed rail would definitely be big. Transptida Secretary Ray LaHood has
estimated the administration's ultimate goal -n@png high-speed rail to 80 percent of
the population -- could cost $500 billion over Z&ys. For this stupendous sum, there
would be scant public benefits. Precisely the oppoRail subsidies would threaten
funding for more pressing public needs: schoolicepdefense.

How can we know this? History, for starters.

Passenger rail service inspires wishful thinkimg1970, when Congress created Amtrak
to preserve intercity passenger trains, the ideathat the system would become
profitable and self-sustaining after an initialusion of federal money. This never
happened. Amtrak has already swallowed $35 billiosubsidies, and they're increasing
by more than $1 billion annually.

Despite the subsidies, Amtrak does not provide ¢ost transportation. Longtime critic
Randal O'Toole of the Cato Institute recently pkoha trip from Washington to New
York. Noting that fares on Amtrak's high-speed Acstiart at $139 one-way, he decided
to take a private bus service. The roundtrip f&2%.50. Nor does Amtrak do much to
relieve congestion, cut oil use, reduce pollutioeloninate greenhouse gases. Its traffic
volumes are simply too small to matter.

Consider. In 2010, Amtrak carried 29.1 million pasgers for the entire year. That's
about one-twenty-fifth of annual air travel (20XQimate: 725 million passengers). It's
also roughly a quarter ofaily automobile commuters (124 million in 2008). Measlr
by passenger-miles traveled, Amtrak representgemé-of 1 percent of the national
total.



Rail buffs argue that subsidies for passenger sesimply offset the huge government
support of highways and airways. The subsidiesellgwe playing field.” Wrong. In 2004,
the Department of Transportation evaluated fedemakportation subsidies for the period
1990-2002. It found passenger rail service haditjeest subsidy ($186.35 per thousand
passenger-miles) followed by mass transit ($11p&2&housand miles). By contrast,
drivers received no net subsidy; their fuel taxeserthan covered federal spending.
Subsidies for airline passengers were about $fhpeisand miles traveled. (All figures
are in inflation-adjusted year 2000 dollars.)

High-speed rail would transform Amtrak's small draito a much larger drain. Once
built, high-speed rail systems would face a dilemi@arecoup initial capital costs --
construction and train purchases -- ticket pricesld have to be set so high that few
people would choose rail. But lower prices, evetihiavorable passenger loads, might
not cover costs. Government would be stuck withehgugpsidies. Even without
recovering capital costs, high-speed rail systemsladvprobably run in the red. Most
mass-transit systems, despite high ridership, melytihave deficits.

The reasons why passenger rail service doesn't wdkknerica are well-known:
Interstate highways shorten many trip times; sudmidation has fragmented destination
points; air travel is quicker and more flexible fong distances (if fewer people fly from
Denver to Los Angeles and more go to Houston, flggihedules simply adjust). Against
history and logic is the imagery of high-speed asgil'green"” and a cutting-edge
technology.

It's a triumph of fancy over fact. Even if riderghincreased fifteenfold over Amtrak
levels, the effects on congestion, national fuelstonption and emissions would still be
trivial. Land use patterns would change modestlgt all; cutting 20 minutes off travel
times between New York and Philadelphia wouldn'timalter real estate development
in either. Nor is high-speed rail a technology vehire United States would likely lead;
European and Asian firms already dominate the marke

Governing ought to be about making wise choicesat¥isheartening about the
Obama administration's embrace of high-speedgdiiat it ignores history, evidence and
logic. The case against it is overwhelming. Theeaagavor rests on fashionable
platitudes. High-speed rail is not an "investmerthie future"; it's mostly a waste of
money. Good government can't solve all our probjdiasit can at least not make them
worse.



